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Field of the Invention 

The invention relates to systems and methods by which 
customers purchase products from merchants. More particularly, 
the invention relates to a universal automated order processing 
system and method by which customers may order a product, 
preferably by telephone or interactive TV, by accessing a 
central system that processes and routes a complete product 
order to the appropriate one of multiple (e.g., hundreds or 
thousands) participating merchants . In certain embodiments, the 
processing system may be used to verify customer identity at 
security check-in at public transportation sites (e.g., 
airports) or other public venues (e.g., concerts, sporting 
events) . 



Over time, consumer/merchant product purchase 
transactions have evolved from early barter-type transactions to 
the three forms of transactions that predominate in the modern 
economy. 

First are face-to-face transactions (for example, 
involving the customer and a retail store, street vendor, or the 
like) where payment is made by cash, bank check or credit card. 
While these face-to-face transactions will always be a part of 
the economy, they are generally limited to those products that 
are readily available for exchange at the site of the 
transaction. 

Secondly are conventional ^^mail order'' purchases 
typically made by telephone calls to operators representing the 
mail order company. These purchases are usually made through 
catalog services, but may be through a retail store or, in a TV 
marketing context, through a vendor that has advertised on 
television. Payment for these types of purchases are usually by 
bank check or credit card, with credit card payment being 
preferred to avoid delays occasioned by mailing the customer's 
check to the merchant and ^^clearing" of the check through the 
banking system. Deliveries of mail order purchases are usually 
by common carrier, such as United Parcel Service, Federal 
Express, or the like. While mail order services greatly enhance 
customer options and provide a convenience, the cost of order 



processing may exceed 20% of sales due in large part to the high 
cost of the necessary telephone operators. Additionally, in 
times of low unemployment and with the expected changing 
demographics of the work force, it is likely to be exceedingly 
difficult to recruit and retain workers in sufficient numbers at 
reasonable wages and with sufficient skills to maintain the 
current cost structures of retail mail order processing. 

The third form of consumer/merchant transactions in 
the modern economy is purchasing through computers that are 
interconnected through communication links, for example, orders 
of products over the Internet. Internet purchases are almost 
exclusively paid for by credit cards. Drawbacks to the current 
Internet purchasing model include the occasional difficulties in 
logging on as well as the unfamiliar and cumbersome process 
necessary to page through an electronic catalog, often resulting 
in enough frustration that potential purchasers simply do not 
attempt the effort. Vast numbers of ^'computer savvy'' consumers 
simply refuse to use Internet purchasing systems for these 
reasons. Additionally, there is the problem of sensitive 
information, primarily credit card numbers, being routed through 
the nodes of computer systems that are located throughout the 
world. Large numbers of computer savvy customers refuse to use 
the Internet purchasing systems for security reasons alone. As 
another consideration, the entire Internet purchasing model is 
brought into question by the well-documented financial losses on 



operations suffered by this segment of the economy. Published 
reports indicate that the 241 largest retail Internet merchants 
in the United States are currently losing approximately seven 
billion dollars per year on net sales of 20 billion dollars per 
year — bringing into question the viability of the Internet 
based retail selling business model. Lastly, vast numbers of 
people, currently a substantial majority of consumers in the 
United States, simply do not have home-based access to the 
Internet or do not have the computer skills or confidence to 
engage in Internet purchase transactions. While optimistic 
projections see this problem declining over time, there clearly 
is a ceiling on the percentage of the population who will use 
this model even five or ten years in the future. As evidence of 
the reluctance of a solid core of citizens to use Internet 
ordering either now or in the future is the fact that only 
fifteen to twenty percent of video cassette recorder (VCR) 
purchasers learn to program their VCR' s to record programming 
for time shifting purposes — or even master the steps necessary 
to set the VCR' s clock. 

Another issue not addressed by promoters of the 
Internet model for consumer purchase transactions is the 
inability of relatively small vendors to offer products 
independently without the significant overhead attributed to the 
so-called ''back office operations" associated with order 
processing. An order processing system that would permit small 



vendors to economically and efficiently process orders would 
open up a limitless number of business opportunities and further 
enhance choice and price competition to the benefit of consumers 
and the economy as a whole. 

Telephone technology appears to have been largely 
overlooked in the current rush to Internet based consumer 
product purchase transactions. Telephone access is essentially 
universal in developed countries throughout the world, with 
compatible protocols and systems interconnecting the entire 
globe. Telephones are easy to use and become more so every day. 
Virtually everyone is comfortable with telephone communications 
and appreciates the convenience they afford. The versatility 
and options offered by telephones are ever expanding, while the 
cost of calls is dropping dramatically. Long distance toll 
charges in the year 2010, including international calls, are 
likely to drop to on the order of one to three cents per minute, 
with many calls close to being free. Cellular phones are 
becoming so small that they may be carried in even the smallest 
purse, and with further miniaturization, cellular phones will be 
carried with the ease of a credit card. Lastly, and 
importantly, the phone system offers a level of security to the 
information transmitted, whether voice or data, that is 
sufficient to meet the requirements of the most security 
sensitive consumers and merchants. 



While the above-mentioned forms of customer/merchant 
purchase transactions presently support a vibrant and ever 
expanding consumer-based economy, a new system for initiating 
and completing purchase transactions that overcomes the above 
drawbacks is desirable to facilitate product ordering by 
consumers and to further drive the economy in the new 
millennium. A new system utilizing time-tested and ever 
improving telephone technology offers exceptional promise, with 
the prospect that the system will also utilize promising 
emerging technologies. 

It is also desirable that any processing system have 
the capability to provide additional benefits to the public. 
For example, in an era of heightened security concerns, stemming 
in part from an escalation of terrorist attacks, there is a need 
for enhanced security at public transportation sites and other 
public venues. A processing system having the enhanced 
capability of using the system"^ s customer ID information to 
strengthen and expedite passenger ID at airports and other sites 
would provide a valuable public service and a convenience to 
system customers/passengers. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention, in one broad respect, is an 
order processing system and method permitting ordinary consumers 
to set up accounts with the system and thereafter order products 



from a vast array of products offered by multiple participating 
merchants who have agreed to offer their respective products for 
sale through the system. The array of products is limitless, 
subject only to the level of participation by the merchants who 
offer products. Access to the system is made quick and simple 
so that virtually anyone will feel comfortable using the system. 
In certain embodiments, orders can be placed by a telephone 
call, preferably a call dialed by pressing a single button, 
followed by the system automatically identifying the call by 
call no. ID, voice verification, or both, followed by the 
customer simply entering the product number for the product 
desired. The order is automatically processed by the system and 
a processed order is automatically routed in electronic form to 
the participating merchant who will fulfill the order without 
further need for contact with the consumer. Either the 
participating merchant or the operator of the central order 
processing system may assume responsibility for verifying 
available credit at the time of the purchase. The operator of 
the system may also offer revolving credit. The system may also 
be used to automatically provide customers with free product 
information by e-mail, mail or telephone. 

In certain embodiments, the system is used to enhance 
security of system customers and others. For example, a system 
of the invention may incorporate a database containing specific, 
detailed information about each customer that can be used to 
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strengthen the reliability of security at passenger check-in at 
airports and other public transportation sites, as well as other 
public venues such as concerts and sporting events. As another 
example, a system of the invention may be used to communicate 
5 emergency broadcast information to system customers. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Some of the features of the invention having been 
stated, other features will appear as the description proceeds, 
10 when taken in connection with the accompanying drawings, in 

yi which — 

^ Figure 1 is a block diagram showing one product 

111 ordering system of the invention. 

fll Figure lA shows a television advertisement for a 

product available through the ordering system of Figure 1. 

CI ■ 

H Figure IB shows a portion of a page from a mail order 

13 catalog providing the customer the option of ordering the 

catalog item through the automated order processing system of 

the invention. 

20 Figure IC shows a shipment choice narrative associated 

with the embodiment of Figure 5. 

Figures 2-6 show automated product ordering systems 
similar to that of Figure 1 but including additional or modified 
features . 
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Figure 7 shows a roadside electronic billboard 
advertising a product that can be ordered through the automated 
product ordering system of the invention. 

Figure 8 shows another roadside electronic billboard 
advertising a pizza special for delivery to a commuter's home to 
arrive at about the time that the commuter returns home in the 
evening. 

Figure 9 shows a product display in a retail store 
where the product can be ordered through the automated product 
ordering system of the invention. 

Figure 10 is a block diagram showing a business model 
for commercial exploitation of the present invention. 

Figure 11 shows a television advertisement for 
switching telephone service. 

Figure 12 shows a representative order number 
hierarchy based on codes having a maximum length of 10 digits. 

Figure 13 shows an automated product ordering system 
wherein products offered by the participating merchants are 
advertised on direct broadcast satellite (DBS) TV and cable TV. 

Figure 14 shows an automated order processing system 
similar to the system of Figure 13, but wherein the DBS and 
cable TV receivers are interactive, thereby permitting 
viewers /customers to place product orders through their DBS and 
cable TV remote controls. 



Figure 15 shows a television advertisement similar to 
that of Figure lA, but showing an overlay screen used by an 
interactive TV viewer /customer when placing a product order. 

Figure 16 shows an automated order processing system 
similar to that of Figure 14 wherein customers may utilize 
dedicated ordering devices to order products at other people's 
homes and in public places such as airports, train stations, 
restaurants and bars. 

Figure 17 depicts a dedicated ordering device having 
the configuration of a flashlight or pen. 

Figure 18 depicts a dedicated ordering device having 
the configuration of an electronic car key device. 

Figure 19 depicts a dedicated ordering device 
integrated with a cellular phone. 

Figure 20 shows an automated ordering system of the 
invention permitting ordering of products or product information 
at special venues such as trade shows using a dedicated ordering 
device. 

Figure 21 depicts a device similar to that of Figure 
17, but also including a bar code reader. 

Figure 22 shows another system of the invention that 
is used for check-in identification verification of system 
customers at public transportation sites (e.g., airports) and at 
other public venues (e.g., concerts, sporting events). 
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Figure 23 shows another processing system of the 
invention, similar to the embodiment of Figure 22, that also 

provides check-in identification verification for system 
customers . 

Figure 24 shows another processing system of the 

invention that provides emergency broadcast information to 
system customers. 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

While the present invention will be described more 
fully hereinafter with reference to the accompanying drawings, 
in which aspects of the preferred manner of practicing the 
present invention are shown, it is to be understood at the 
outset of the description which follows that persons of skill in 
the appropriate arts may modify the invention herein described 
while still achieving the favorable results of this invention. 
Accordingly, the description which follows is to be understood 
as being a broad, teaching disclosure directed to persons of 
skill in the appropriate arts, and not as limiting upon the 
present invention . 

A brief overview of the operation of the automated 
order processing system of the invention will now be set forth 
from a customer'' s perspective, followed by a detailed 
description of the system, its components, alternative 
embodiments and other details of structure and operation. 
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System 20 (Figure 1) serves to automatically receive and process 
product orders from system customers 24 and route sufficient 
information to participating merchants M^^ Ms, ... so that the 
merchants can fulfill the orders. The participating merchants 
advertise their products through conventional advertising media 
such as catalogs^ television, radio, newspapers, magazines, 
single message billboards, electronic billboards, point of 
purchase displays, and the like. The advertisements include 
information indicating that the advertised products are 
available through system 20. The advertisements typically 
include a system address (e.g., a system telephone number 
accessible by a single preprogrammed button or speed dial) . The 
advertisements also include a unique order number for each 
product that the merchants offer for sale through system 20. 
Referring to Figure lA, a representative television 
advertisement 30 is shown that advertises a product (a golf 
club) offered for sale through system 20 by a participating 
merchant (Golf Magic Company) . The advertisement includes the 
usual product information provided to inform and persuade 
potential customers, as well as the following notation: 



TO BUY PHONE WT 
ORDER PRODUCT NO. 553 
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In this illustrative situation, system 20 is referred to as 
''WT", the initials of the system operator, World Theatre. A 
full telephonic system address is also provided at the bottom of 
the advertisement by which the customer may access system 20 via 
5 a POTS (Plain Old Telephone System) toll-free ^^800" number. 

Additionally, a toll-free cellular linking number (not shown) 
may be provided. As mentioned above, it will be appreciated 
that the 800 number may be programmed into speed dial by 
customers of the "'WT'' system 20 or, in the alternative, 
10 telephones may be marketed with a single-touch keypad button 

li labeled "'WT" that automatically dials the system address of 

%l system 20. Likewise, cellular telephones may be programmed to 

g| speed dial either the 800 number or the cellular linking number, 

11 or provided with a single keypad button that automatically dials 

ig.!. one of these numbers. The product order number 653 is a number 

U assigned to the particular advertised product and serves also to 

t? identify the participating merchant who will fulfill orders for 

the product. The same product may also be offered through a 
catalog (Figure IB) where the consumer has the option of using 
20 the catalog to call in a product order or using the WT system 

product order number depending upon whether the customer wishes 
to order directly through system 20. In this regard, WT system 
product order numbers may be displayed in Internet based 
''electronic catalogs'" as well as in print catalogs. 
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In a representative situation where a customer 
responds to advertisement 30, the customer using POTS dials or 
speed dials the 800 number of system 20 and connects to a 
customer telephone interface 40 that automatically identifies 
the customer by automated identification technology (e.g., ''call 
no. ID'') or voice recognition technology or other suitable 
means. The customer then responds to a prompt from telephone 
interface 40 and enters the product order number. The customer 
may then hang up or await a confirmation and other ordering 
options that may be offered. 

It will be appreciated that in preferred embodiments, 
first-time users of the system will need to supply sufficient 
information so that they may be identified and accepted as a 
customer in good standing, before they can place orders. 

Referring now to Figure 1, automated order processing 
system 20 includes a customer telephone interface 4 0 for 
receiving telephone calls from customers, an order transaction 
module 50, an establish new customer module 60 that communicates 
with module 50 and a customer database 70, a product /merchant 
database 80, and an order placement module 100 that communicates 
sufficient information to participating merchants Mi, M2, ... 
to enable the merchants to fulfill orders. It will be 
appreciated that system 20 of Figure 1 may be implemented 
utilizing a single computer system with data flow as shown or by 
multiple computers/databases accomplishing the same functions. 



Customer telephone interface 40 serves as a means for 
receiving incoming product orders from customers who connect to 
the system via a system address, in this case a toll-free 
telephone number (e.g., 800.555.5555) or a cellular linking 
number (e,g.,*100). To this end, telephone interface 40 
includes a telephony switch from companies such as Nortel or 
Lucent Technologies, which identifies the inbound caller number 
and transmits that information to a receiving database server 
that automatically performs a lookup on the phone number to 
determine the caller's identity and required information (""call 
no. ID") . As an alternative to, or in addition to, call no. ID 
technology, the customer identity may be automatically 
determined by a voice recognition unit (VRU) that recognizes 
characteristics of a customer's voice and compares those 
characteristics to a voice profile that the customer provides 
when the customer is established as a new customer. VRU 
technology is commercially available from various vendors, for 
example, VRU systems marketed by VeriVoice, Inc. of Princeton, 
New Jersey, USA. 

While it is preferred to utilize customer 
identification employing call no. ID technology, voice 
recognition technology or other technologies that operate 
independent of information input by the customer in response to 
a prompt, other identification means may be used, for example, 
where the customer is automatically prompted to provide 
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information such as credit card number, social security number, 
date of birth, personal identification number (PIN), or the 
like, alone or in combination, and the provided information is 
compared against information previously established in the 
customer database to verify the identity of the customer placing 
the call. In this regard, the term '"automatically identifying 
each customer placing an order" is deemed to include all of the 
above means for identifying customers and their equivalents, 
with it being understood that the technologies that do not 
require caller response to prompts are preferred. 

Following identification of the customer placing a 
call, customer telephone interface 40 prompts the customer to 
enter the product order number (e.g., 653) for the product being 
ordered. The prompt may be as simple as a recognizable tone, or 
may be a simple verbal command such as "'please enter (or say) 
product order number". In a straightforward application, once 
the product order nuinber is entered on the telephone keypad or 
stated verbally by the customer, the customer may hang up with 
or without interface 40 indicating acceptance of the order. In 
this regard, a suitable automated procedure following a 
customer's entry of an order number may be, "'You have entered 
product number 653, a Golf Magic titanium composite driver. 
Please press 1 to complete your purchase of this product. 
Please press 2 to re-enter the product number.". The system may 
permit ordering multiple products in one call, verifying the 
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carrier to be used for shipping, verifying product availability 
and shipping date, and conveying other forms of information that 
consumers may desire during the order placement call. These 
features will be discussed below in conjunction with the 
description of other embodiments of the invention. 

If the customer who is calling system 20 is a new 
customer who has not established an account with the system, the 
automated customer identification feature of customer telephone 
interface 4 0 will prompt the new customer to enter information 
sufficient to establish the caller as a qualified customer in 
customer database 70. In this regard, setting up a new customer 
file in customer database 70 may be achieved through an 
establish new customer module 60 that connects the caller to an 
operator or connects the caller to an automated new customer 
telephonic data entry application. According to the embodiment 
of Figure 1, the information entered into the customer database 
may comprise: 

oust ome r n ame 

credit card number 

shipping address 

billing address 

preferred shipping method (UPS, FED EX, etc.) 
e-mail address 
phone number 
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customer product preference information (e.g., 

pepperoni topping on pizzas) 
customer ID verification (e.g., phone ID, voice 

recognition or PIN) . 

This information is entered into the customer database as an 
information set for that particular customer. 

A second database, product /merchant database 80, 
includes information corresponding to the order numbers assigned 
to each product offered through the system by the participating 
merchants. Each order number identifies a unique product and an 
associated merchant offering that product. Database 80 receives 
periodic updates from merchants Mi, M2, ... M^^. 

Order transaction module 50 employs information from 
the product/merchant database for matching each incoming 
customer order to a participating merchant. Transaction module 
50 also has access to customer information supplied from 
customer database 70 so that, in conjunction with order 
placement module 100, the necessary information may be 
communicated to the appropriate merchant to permit the merchant 
to fulfill the order. According to the embodiment illustrated 
in Figure 1, communications to the merchants may be accomplished 
by a product order placement module utilizing, for example, a 
telephone/modem connection. A single server (e.g., an IBM RISC 
server) at the participating merchanf^s order receiving facility 
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can receive tens of thousands of telephone /modem orders from 
system 20 per day. High volume merchants may choose to have 
dedicated phone line(s) for this purpose. 

While not illustrated in Figure 1, the participating 
merchant that will fulfill the order may confirm receipt of the 
order to the customer by electronic mail, mail, telephone or 
other suitable means. 

In the embodiment of Figure 1, the responsibility for 
verifying available credit and other aspects of handling credit 
transactions rests with the participating merchants. 

Figure 2 illustrates an alternative automated order 
processing system 120 that is identical to system 20 of Figure 
1 except that the responsibility for verifying available credit 
of the customers is that of the operator of system 120. 
According to this embodiment, preferably the credit card 
information supplied by a new customer is verified through the 
banking system at the time the new account is set up through 
establish new customer module 60. Then, each time an order is 
placed by a customer with the typical credit card method of 
payment, the available credit is verified by system 120 so that 
the processed order sent to the merchant by product order 
placement module 100 is a "clean" order, ready for fulfillment 
and shipment. 

Figure 3 illustrates another automatic order 
processing system 22 0 that permits customers to not only order 
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products, but also to order (usually free) information about 
products. For example, the television advertisement of Figure 
lA may be modified to carry an additional line as follows: 

For information only, enter information order 
number 24681357. 

A product information database 14 0 stores discrete information 
packages that may be ordered by system customers. When a 
product information order number is recognized by system 220, it 
is routed to product information request module 150 that calls 
up the requested information package from database 140 and 
transmits it to the customer by the customer's preferred 
transmission mode, as reflected in the customer's information 
set in customer database 70. Most typically, the information 
package is transmitted by e-mail, mail or POTS/voice, although 
other means may be used. 

Figure 4 illustrates another automated product order 
processing system 320 that also provides product information 
ordering capability, but the information request is simply 
processed like a product order and sufficient information is 
sent to the appropriate merchant to enable the merchant to 
fulfill the information request. For example, when a caller 
responds to an advertisement requesting product information 
only, system 32 0 processes the information order and sends 
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customer information plus the identity of the information 
requested to the participating merchant through product or 
product information order placement module lOOA. The merchant 
would then fulfill the customer' s request for product 
information. It will be appreciated that a customer's 
information request serves as a "lead'' in the hands of the 
merchant so that the merchant may utilize that information to 
follow up as appropriate with the customer. In this regard, the 
information order fulfillment system 220 discussed immediately 
above in connection with Figure 3 may also operate so that all 
information packages sent out by module 150 are followed by a 
message to the appropriate merchants so that the merchants may 
have leads. 

Figure 5 illustrates an automatic order processing 
system 420 that provides shipping information and analysis for 
ordered products. Preferably, the shipping information is 
automatically presented to the customer when an order is placed 
for acceptance by the customer in accordance with either a 
"tone" or "voice" protocol. According to this embodiment, a 
shipper database 170 is provided for storing available shipping 
options through several shippers. Also, the product /merchant 
database 80A includes information concerning the size, shape, 
weight and other shipping related specifications of the offered 
products. The information in databases 170 and 80A are 
accessible to a shipment method wizard 190 that processes the 



information to provide speed/cost/shipper choices to order 
transaction module 50. These options may be communicated to the 
customer by a narrative such as that set forth in Figure IC. 

Figure 6 is a view of another automated order 
processing system 520 that permits the system to verify product 
availability to the customer at the time the order is placed. 
System 520 includes links to the merchants' inventory control 
computers so that the system can query the appropriate merchant 
when an order is placed to assure availability of the ordered 
product and that a tag is placed in the inventory control system 
to assure that the product is available for the system customer. 
This information link permits system 520 to confirm availability 
after the product order is entered by the customer through an 
automated voice message such as, "The product you ordered is in 
stock and will be shipped within 48 hours.". As an alternative 
to the computer links of Figure 6, the operator of the system 
may have a blanket policy known to merchants and customers alike 
that all orders that are accepted will be shipped within a set 
period of time, e.g., 72 hours. According to this 
implementation of the invention, the product/merchant database 
is updated by the merchants on an ongoing basis to place 
products on "back order'Vunavailable status when they are not 
available, and to restore products to available status when they 
are back in inventory. Thus, all orders accepted by the system 
may be for available, in stock products. When a product is 



unavailable, the customer can simply be informed by an automated 
voice message such as, '"The product you ordered is not in 
stock. " . 

Figure 6 illustrates a second additional feature 
whereby customers may access system 520 with a GPS capable 
device, for example, a cellular telephone with GPS capability. 
In this regard, global positioning systems are becoming more and 
more user friendly. They are so easy to use now that they can 
communicate a user's location with a simple click of a button. 
The knowledge of a person' s whereabouts during an order to 
system 520 via cell phone or other device such as a PDA device, 
can provide some significant benefits. 

Once a customer makes a connection to the system 520 
with a GPS device, the system can determine if the customer is 
located in an establishment that has registered as a merchant in 
the system database. (In this embodiment, the database stores 
GPS location information for participating merchants and their 
perspective outlet and/or retail locations.) If the customer is 
located inside a registered establishment, then the user may be 
prompted through a voice response unit to verify his location 
and the merchant name for the transaction. Once the transaction 
is complete, the merchant receives the store or outlet location 
responsible for the sale so the merchant can provide the proper 
accounting and sales credits needed for the transaction. 



If the customer is outside of a registered merchant 
location because the customer is traveling, then system 520 can 
determine the closest geographic store or outlet location to 
forward to the merchant at the time of the sale so the merchant 
can still perform the appropriate accounting and sales credit 
needed for the transaction. 

When the customer's location, time of request and 
product selection coincide with an advertising campaign running 
at that moment in time and at the same geographic location as 
the customer, then the transaction can be sent to the merchant 
as verification of its advertising campaign's effectiveness. 
With this capability, merchants will be able to determine 
specific geographic responses to advertisements in a near real 
time fashion. 

Another service that may be offered to customers with 
GPS capable devices (e.g., GPS cellular phones or PDA's) is GPS 
locator services. For customers accessing system 520 using a 
GPS capable device, the system may offer a GPS locator service 
that can be reached conveniently, for example, by two-button 
access such as by pressing ^^WT" followed by pressing a single 
digit such as "'3". The customer then receives an operator 
response such as, ''Hello, Mr. Jones. We see that you are 
located at the corner of Pine Street and Second Avenue in 
Columbus, Ohio, How may we help you?" The customer may then 
request any form of assistance offered by a GPS locator service 



such as directions from the customer's location to a desired 
destination, the name and location of a hotel or restaurant, 
etc. In the context of the present invention, the customer has 
accessed system 520 to order a product (GPS locator services) 
through a participating merchant (the GPS locator service 
provider) using a product order number (3) . It will be 
appreciated that the GPS locator service provider may be an 
independent organization or a part of the system operator's 
organization. 

One important safety related feature that may be made 
available to customers with GPS capable devices is utilizing 
system 520 to assure that a customer's location is automatically 
reported to the local emergency response office when the 
customer places a 911 emergency call. This feature permits a 
customer to press "WT" followed by pressing "911" to initiate a 
911 emergency call. First, the customer would speak directly to 
the local emergency response office to communicate the nature of 
the emergency, followed by system 520 facilitating a GPS locator 
service's determination of the location of the customer, 
followed by the GPS locator service communicating the location 
to the local emergency response office. The above procedure 
includes a "default" mechanism so that the same automatic 
intervention of the GPS locator service is provided even if the 
customer directly dials "911" without first pressing the access 
button (s) for the "WT" system. 



Figure 7 shows a roadside electronic billboard 230 
displaying an advertisement for a CD recording offered through 
system 20. Because billboard 230 is at roadside, system access 
preferably is by preprogrammed cellular call or by cellular 
linking via an appropriate linking number such as ''*100". 
Electronic billboards enable advertisers to advertise at desired 
times and at desired locations on a network of billboards. 
Messages may be displayed for durations of say, one minute, and 
repeated as desired by the advertiser. 

Figure 8 shows another roadside electronic billboard 
displaying an advertisement for pizza delivery for commuters on 
a major roadway. As an alternative to offering only one topping 
for the advertised pizza^ customers may be given the option to 
select toppings. As another alternative, topping preference may 
be stored in customer database 70 as product preference 
information . 

Figure 9 illustrates an in-store point of purchase 
product display 250 for a refrigerator that gives the system 
customer the option of purchasing the refrigerator through 
system 20, with free home delivery, without having to endure in- 
store check out. 

Another example of the utility of the system of the 
invention, not illustrated in the drawings, is where a customer 
obtains telephone directory assistance services through the 
system, most conveniently, if desired, by a two-button access 
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such as by pressing "WT" followed by pressing a single digit 
such as "0". The customer is then directly connected to a 
directory assistance service provider that may be an independent 
organization or a part of the system operator's organization. 
In the context of the present invention, the customer has 
accessed the system to order a product (directory assistance 
services) from a participating merchant (the directory 
assistance service provider) using a product order number (0) . 

It will be appreciated that automated customer 
ordering systems of the invention may be provided with a 
customer interface that permits customers to place an order 
using means other than POTS or cellular telephone. For example, 
the following communication methods, coupled with customer 
identification procedures, may be used, preferably to supplement 
a telephone access system: 

satellite paging 

personnel digital assistant (PDA) 
radio LAN 

satellite cellular. 

In this respect, the system operator may provide system 
customers with small, dedicated devices that permit direct 
system access and ordering, for example, by simply entering or 
speaking the order number into the device. These devices may 
employ satellite paging, PDA or other communications technology. 
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One business model for the commercial exploitation of 
the automated product ordering system of the invention is shown 
in block diagram form in Figure 10. According to this model, 
the parties most directly involved are the system operator, 
system customers, participating merchants, shippers and the 
banking system/credit card companies who interact with each 
other as shown, all in accordance with interrelationships 

described above. 

An example of the significant improvement the system 
of the invention offers over existing ordering systems is 
illustrated in Figure 11 where for a major product or service 
category such as selecting a long distance carrier, the order 
number is a single digit. In this example, customers are shown 
a new discounted rate plan in a television commercial and only 
have to press the preprogrammed '"WT" button or WT speed dial and 
then one other digit to select a new long distance carrier. In 
the most powerful embodiment of this example, the customer 
presses the WT button on his home phone and then simply speaks 
the number 8 into his phone and his phone service will 
automatically be switched to AT&T. When used with an embodiment 
employing voice recognition technology, independent verification 
of customer identity is not necessary because voiceprint 
identification provides secure confirmation that the switch to 
NT^T is authorized. This example illustrates the power of this 
invention to provide consumers the ability to respond to new 

pricing and products immediately, with very little effort. This 
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capability is particularly important in large single product or 
service categories such as the long distance market where 
hundreds of billions of dollars are spent in the United States 
every year. 

Another example of the invention is its use in 

connection with trade shows and conventions. Prior to a trade 

show or convention, prospective attendees may register to attend 

by utilizing the system of the invention. The trade show or 

convention is assigned an order number by the ordering system 

operator, and attendees utilize the system for registration 

purposes in essentially the same manner as any customer of the 

system would order a product through the system. At the time of 

registration through the system of the invention, an existing 

customer of the system will not have to enter significant 

additional information. However, a new customer would have to 

enter sufficient customer identification information for 

purposes of completing the transaction. At the time of 

registration, the attendee may be linked to local hotels for 

making appropriate reservations. Also, the registration 

information may be utilized to preprint name tags for attendees 

that may be mailed to the attendees prior to the trade show or 

convention along with other materials such as exhibitor lists, 

speaker lists, schedules, etc. For last-minute registration at 

the trade show/convention site, a kiosk may be set up for 

registering attendees through the system of the invention, with 

the kiosk having a printer for printing name tags. In the 
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above-described application of the invention to trade shows and 
conventions (and other gatherings involving a registration 
procedure), the attendee (customer) orders a product (trade show 
or convention registration) through an ordering system of the 
invention. Additionally, the ordering system may be used in the 
trade show/convention context to permit attendees to readily and 
conveniently obtain information and products from the 
exhibitors. For example, on a trade show floor, an exhibitor's 
booth may display an order number permitting attendees to obtain 
information about that exhibitor's business or products. Thus, 
an attendee standing ten deep or more at an exhibitor' s booth 
may simply note the order number (s) for information and/or 
products of that particular exhibitor and at that time, 
utilizing a cell phone or similar device, immediately order the 
information or products, or the noted product numbers may be 
used at a later time to actually place the order. The exhibitor 
order numbers may also be displayed in literature distributed to 
attendees by the trade show/convention promoter or the 
exhibitors themselves. Thus, in the context of a trade show, 
convention or other similar gathering, the present invention may 
be used to facilitate registration by attendees, as well as 
serving as an information and product ordering mechanism 
permitting attendees to obtain information and products from 
exhibitors . 

Other representative applications of the ordering 

system of the present invention are: 
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1. Automatic teller machine (ATM) operations. A system customer 
accesses the system to permit cash withdrawals at an ATM by 
using the ATM^ s product order number and entering a PIN. 

2. Voter registration. A customer/voter accesses the system 
using a voter registration order number for the customer's 
jurisdiction, and the system operator captures the necessary 
information for delivery to the Board of Elections or other 
proper government authority. 

3. Polling. Pollsters pose questions in appropriate media such 
as newspapers, television, electronic billboards, etc. with an 
order number. Customers of the system respond by accessing the 
system and entering the order number and their answer (s). In 
tailored applications, e.g. during live broadcast of a football 
game, the broadcasters may pose a question such as ''Was Jones' 
reception really a touchdown?'' with a system order number posted 
to permit system customers to enter their opinions. 

4. Taxi cab hailing. Utilizing a GPS capable device, a customer 
enters a universal taxi-hailing order number, e.g. ''TAXI" 
(8294), and a taxi is dispatched to the customer's location, 
with the taxi driver being supplied with not only the location 
but also the name of the customer. 



5. Theme parks. Admission tickets to theme parks such as Walt 
Disney World are ordered through the system, as well as in-park 
ordering of souvenirs, restaurant reservations, hotel 
reservations, and the like. Utilization of a PDA or similar 
device by the theme park attendee also permits access to real 
time park information concerning show times and the current 
waiting time for rides and shows. 

6. Ticket ordering. Tickets to events such as concerts and 
sporting events are ordered through the system along with 
information about the event (s) for which one obtains tickets, or 
information about upcoming events. 

7. Real time, last minute airline or hotel reservations. 
Airlines and hotels post last minute available seats/rooms that 
can be purchased by system customers at deep discounts. Posting 
maybe by Internet (e.g. IMPULSE.COM), electronic billboards, or 
the like. 

8. Bidding. System customers may enter bids to market clearing 
auction organizations such as eBay through system product order 
numbers . 

9. Home Shopping Network/QVC product ordering. Television 

shopping channel customers order through the system of the 

invention using order numbers provided by the channel (s). 
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10. stock portfolio information. Current stock quotes of 
interest are instantly supplied to customers with respect to a 
portfolio of stocks that may be entered in the system's customer 
database 70, or in another database associated with an entity 
that supplies the quotes. 

11. Sports profile information. A customer enters his favorite 
sports categories (e.g. favorite teams, favorite sport, favorite 
players, etc.) into customer database 70 or the database of 
another entity that supplies the individualized sports 
information to the customer. When the customer accesses the 
system and enters the order number for sports profile 
information, he receives current information concerning his 
selections, preferably through a PDA or similar device. 

12. Radio and television stations. Radio stations provide a 
system order number for listener responses and contest entries. 
Both radio and television stations may employ system order 
numbers to permit their listeners and viewers to report traffic 
alerts and to notify the stations' news desks of breaking news. 

13. Charity drives. A charitable fund-raising effort such as 
"'Help Victims of Hurricane Bob" may employ a system order number 
for cash and in-kind donations, as well as permitting 
individuals to volunteer for clean-up efforts. 



14. Real Estate Offerings. Real estate agents offering 
properties may associate a product information order number with 
each property offering, for example, by displaying the order 
number in all advertisements of the property, on signs at the 
property, in multiple listing service (MLS) listings, etc. 
Potential customers interested in a specific property may access 
the system, enter the order number and receive by email, fax, 
voice (e.g., an audio file recorded by the real estate agent), 
or other means, detailed information about the property such as 
floor plan, lot layout, contact information for the real estate 
agent, etc. The customer may also be offered information 
concerning insurance, mortgage and attorney options, with links 
to insurance agents, mortgage brokers and law firms, as well as 
other useful information such as comparable property listings. 

Implementation of the Invention in Associati on With Product 

Advertising and/or Order Placement Through Direct Broadcast 

Satellite or Cable TV Service 

As discussed above, advertisements and orders for 

products offered by participating merchants may be facilitated 

by advertisements in any appropriate medium, such as billboards, 

magazines, newspapers, etc. In one implementation of the 

invention, advertisements for the products of the participating 

merchants are displayed on the TV screens of subscribers to 

direct broadcast satellite (DBS) or cable TV services. Figure 

13 illustrates a system 620 incorporating product advertising to 
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DBS and cable TV customers. DBS customers receive their direct 
broadcast signals from satellite S through dish or antenna D to 
a DBS receiver 600 (commonly referred to as a "'set-top box") . 
Receiver 600 is operated directly by controls on the receiver 
box or, more typically, by an infrared remote control 601. 
Cable TV customers receive their broadcast signals by cable (not 
shown) through a receiver 610 that also may be operated directly 
or by remote control 611. 

Figure 14 illustrates a system 720 wherein the DBS 
receiver 7 00 and cable receiver 710 include the capability of 
providing an order placement communication from the DBS or cable 
TV customer to the system operator via a DBS customer interface 
44 or a cable TV customer interface 45. This communication may 
take any suitable form, preferably via a phone modem directly 
from receiver 700 or 710 to interface 44 or 45. In other 
embodiments where the DBS receiver 700 is provided with 
backchannel uplink capability, the communication may be by 
uplink to the satellite, downlink to the DBS service provider 
which, in turn, communicates with the system's DBS customer 
interface 44. Alternatively, in the cable TV embodiment, the 
backchannel communication may be between the cable TV receiver 
710 and the cable TV service provider who, in turn, communicates 
with cable TV customer interface 45. It will be appreciated 
that the system operator's relationship with the DBS and cable 
TV service providers offers the opportunity for the service 

providers to transfer information from their customer databases 
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to the system operator's customer database 70, thereby 
facilitating the introduction of new, approved customers into 
the system. 

In preferred embodiments, receivers 700 and 710 are 
interactive devices permitting users to enjoy the benefits of 
numerous viewing aids (for example, locating programming in 
various menus and catalogs and ordering ^^pay-per-view'' 
programming) . Additionally, in accordance with the invention, 
utilizing the interactive capability and the memory capabilities 
(17 gigabyte and higher hard drive) of state-of-the-art DBS and 
cable TV receivers, the receiver 700 and 710 are used to permit 
customers to enjoy an interactive experience wherein the 
customer works with a specialized or programmable remote control 
701 or 711 to locate and focus in on available products of 
interest, and order the same through the system of the 
invention. This TV interactive capability, with the 

infrastructure of the ordering system of the present invention, 
is extremely rapid and simple to use. Some examples of uses of 
the ordering system of the present invention incorporating 
interactive TV follows, along with information concerning the 
implementation of these systems: 

1. Interactive TV Commercials Across All Broadcast Channels. 

The system of the invention, used with interactive TV, 

creates a merchandising opportunity for every advertisement 

displayed on all TV channels. According to this implementation 
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of the invention, conventional television advertisements give 

viewers/customers the ability to see an advertisement for any 

product, such as a car, phone provider, or event; and 

immediately request information, initiate a purchase, or 

navigate several tiers of variations on the item being 

advertised. For example, when a 20-second ad for a CD player 

appears, the interested viewer can push one button on the remote 

control, pausing or freezing" the ad (while storing all 

subsequent material on the channel being viewed to the hard 

drive for delayed viewing after the transaction), and allowing 

the viewer to request information, see similar models and 

pricing by the manufacturer, purchase the item, and/or return to 

the show being held on the hard drive. This function preferably 

is implemented using a ^^picture-in-picture" format wherein the 

customer presses a single button on the remote that opens an 

overlay screen on the advertisement allowing the customer to use 

the remote control to input a unique product order number from 

any advertisement in a preformatted window. An example of this 

procedure is shown in Figure 15 which shows the golf club 

advertisement of Figure lA with an overlay screen 88 that 

facilitates the customer's entry of the order number, followed 

by the customer scrolling to either "Information" or "Purchase". 

The above functions are accomplished through relatively small 

display files (using, for example, a format similar to HTML) of 

10KB to 50KB that are both the content to be displayed and 

instructions to the receiver concerning how to display the 
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content and how to respond to the remote control. At a normal 
VHS compressed bit rate of 2.5 Mb/sec, a 50KB file requires 
approximately 1/6 second of a TV channel's full bandwidth or 2% 
of the bandwidth for ten seconds. This ad file may be placed in 
a brief bit of black or freeze frame within the ad or sent 
slowly throughout the ad. By having a standard language (like 
HTML) for encoding the ad instructions, an advertiser may supply 
a video ad with the instruction file embedded within to a cable 
or satellite broadcasting system. Receivers not equipped with 
the software to recognize, decode and accomplish the 
instructions would not be affected by the file according to the 
method of encoding the file. Thus, use of the advertising files 
allows viewers (customers) the opportunity to pause an 
interesting ad, investigate the content and then order using the 
ordering model of the present invention, with the satellite or 
cable TV receiver using its modem to communicate the order to 
the system operator. Variations of this interactive TV product 
ordering system permit customers to access catalog information 
from a separate video channel or a fast Internet link to the 
receiver. 

2. Dedicated DBS or Cable TV Channel (s). 

In addition to providing interactive DBS and cable TV 

viewers with the ability to purchase products shown in 

advertisements across all channels, the invention may be 

utilized in conjunction with dedicated channel (s). An example 
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of such a channel is an "'on-demand music channel" that operates 
24 hours per day to present a combination of music videos and 
advertisements. The music channel presents conventional music 
videos on one portion of the screen, along with other 
music/entertainment related programming, while also presenting 
banner advertisements and other forms of advertisements on other 
portions of the screen. An interactive guide permits viewers to 
select those genres of music that are of most interest to them 
for music video display, as well as permitting viewers to 
navigate catalogs of available music. A thorough discussion of 
the marketing concepts, hardware and other features associated 
with an on-demand music channel is set forth in commonly 
assigned co-pending application serial no. 09/502,069, filed 
February 10, 2000, entitled ""Music Delivery System", the 
contents of which are incorporated herein by reference in their 
entirety. 

3. Information Bounce-back from the System'^s Central Computer to 

a Satellite or Cable TV Receiver, in General. 

There are numerous marketing or customer information 

systems that require the use of a central database to supply a 

small, but key, set of information to a customer. For example, 

a customer viewing an ad for a pickup truck may like to know the 

location of a nearby dealer, or even have the dealer phone the 

customer. Or perhaps, a pizza franchise ad has just appeared 

and a customer would like to order one if he thought there was 
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free delivery to his home. Or a customer hears an ad for a 
concert and wonders whether he can still purchase a good seat. 
Additionally, a customer may wish to use his TV remote to 
request the amount of his electric bill and then pay it. All 
these functions require that the customer request a small amount 
of information from a large database that may need to know the 
customer's identity. The interactive TV implementation of the 
present invention is well adapted to allowing an individual to 
simply request information, see the results in the thirty 
seconds or so required for a satellite or cable TV receiver to 
establish a modem connection (via a conventional phone or 
Internet) with a secure central computing system that knows the 
identity and billing details (like the credit card number) of 
the satellite or cable TV receiver and to initiate the 
transaction provided confirmation is received from the customer 
by his handheld remote. As suggested above, other modes of 
providing information from a central computer system include the 
Internet or downloads from a satellite. 



4. Rating System. 

In a rating system similar to the well-known Nielsen 
rating system for shows and movies, interactive TV viewers have 
the opportunity to post approval ratings of what they just 
watched, for possible compensation. This information feeds a 
particular product order number or code with the ability to rate 
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the content on a scale of, perhaps, one to five stars to create 
inmiediate feedback to the affiliates. 



5. Auctions. 

The ability of the viewer/customer to interact with 
5 the TV simplifies the posting of a bidding system, again tied to 

a particular order number or code per item, working with the 
customer's remote control or other input device. Items up for 
bid become virtually unlimited, i.e., goods, services, or 
possibly high profile items within established auction networks, 
loij such as eBay, ubid, etc. This system is very effective for time 

% dependent, last minute bargains and overstocks. The viewer has 

10 the ability to participate in what becomes a silent auction, 

Ul 

fli entering pricing information through the remote control or input 

H device as described above. 

if J. 

ISS 6. Home Schooling. 

Utilizing the TV remote control, and requesting 
particular classes or complete curriculums with product order 
numbers or codes, the interactive TV viewer may participate in 
a distant learning experience. This interaction offers the 

20 student access to the world's greatest professors within every 

discipline, giving the student the ability to ask questions, and 
even take tests from the comfort of his home. Transcripts may 
be made available to eliminate the need to take excessive notes. 
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and downloaded via email to the student's home PC or, perhaps, 
printer enabled set-top box. Courses may be based upon 
enrichment classes, advanced degrees, or even complete grade 
level curriculums for home schooling. This system also lends 
5 itself toward national standardized testing on all subject 

materials . 



7. Reservations and Ticketing. 

Hotel, airline or restaurant reservations may be made 
targeting specific venues as defined by the product ordering 

G 

lOfi system. Any of these may be reserved using a customer's 

^^J interactive TV remote. Advanced ticket bookings or last minute 

h availability may be advertised for sporting events, concerts, 

ft transportation and travel, cruises, etc. Things such as seating 

H plans and views from particular sections may be included to 

1^^- simplify seat selection. 

8. Insurance Quotes. 

Personalized rates and quotes may be obtained by 
direct input of a particular product order number. This 
application is applicable to insurance for medical, dental, 
20 auto, homeowners, etc. Simply by answering a few questions, 

direct quotes are sent via email, fax, or to a printer-enabled 
set-top box. 
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9. Pharmaceutical Information. 

Order numbers or codes may be applied to new or 
existing pharmaceutical products to make available information 
and detail not normally available in standard commercials. 
Additionally, the interactive TV implementation of the invention 
may serve as a communication vehicle to track/validate clinical 
trials for accuracy and compliance to FDA standards. This would 
include dosage, timing, and possible side effects entered by 
clinical trial participants through a secure order number 
transaction that would generate a reporting document back to the 
pharmaceutical company or clinical trial agency. The 
pharmaceutical company then uses this information to evaluate 
the clinical trial or to transfer important drug-related 
information in a secure manner to doctors /providers to keep them 
informed of new and existing medicines. 

10. Public Opinion Polling. 

The interactive TV implementation of the invention 
facilitates two-way communication to assess public opinion on 
any topic worth considering. Direct feedback provides 

significant value to news agencies, political operatives, police 
investigations, or even interactive game shows, e.g., the fourth 
lifeline in ''Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?". 



11. Take-out Menus. 

Local restaurants offer mouth-watering cuisine in TV 
ads with an embedded product order number for immediate home 
delivery. This application encompasses all standard pizza and 
Chinese, along with possible gourmet dining for the ^^no-time'' 
lifestyles of today, 

12 . Coupons . 

Merchants of everyday products utilize this service to 
offer coupons for goods and services, which are emailed to the 
consumer or sent directly to a printer-enabled, set-top box. 
This application drives traffic to the stores under specific 
promotions the merchants choose to offer. 

13. Video Messaging and Conferencing. 

Using specified order numbers or codes, interactive 
television viewers may retrieve personalized video messages or 
emails sent to them by individuals or corporations. These 
messages may include family greetings sent into the system 
operator via its web site, or personalized corporate ads and 
messages for a particular household. The messages may include 
corporate policy and training programs, along with possible 
recruitment applications. This system may also be used to 
facilitate video conferencing for the growing 'Vork-at-home'' 



segment of the business community. The corporation may lease 
side band capacity from the satellite or cable company, which 
would only be accessible through proper identification built 
into the ordering system. Preferably, VHS format is used to 
conserve bandwidth for this transmission. 

Dedicated Product Orderi ng Devices 

Figure 16 is a schematic representation of another 
system 820, similar to system 720 of Figure 14, with the 
additional capability afforded by dedicated ordering devices 830 
that permit system customers to access the system through any 
system-connected interactive DBS receiver or interactive cable 
TV receiver, including those at other people's homes and those 
in public places, such as airports, train stations, restaurants 
and bars. Each dedicated ordering device 830 takes the form of 
a small handheld transmitter that has a convenient shape and 
appearance suitable for being easily carried in a purse, on a 
key chain, in a pocket or otherwise conveniently kept on one's 
person. Device 830 may take the form of a small flashlight-like 
or pen-like device 840 (Figure 17), an electronic car key-like 
device 850 (Figure 18), an attachment to a wristwatch (not 
shown), or other suitable physical configuration. The dedicated 
ordering device, in whatever form, preferably includes a 
microprocessor that generates a customer identification code. 



for example, a fifteen digit code or the customer's ten digit 
phone number, when a button on the device is pressed. This code 
is then flashed by an IR light emitting diode (LED) to the 
interactive TV receiver (or, alternatively, transmitted by RF 
5 link, ultrasound or other suitable means) . Within the ordering 

system of the invention, the identification code is related to 
a specific person or a specific account. Each customer may have 
more than one identification code, allowing purchases to be 
billed to different accountSr or for limits to be set on the 
10 size and frequency of purchases. Different family members may 

hQ have their own identification codes. As mentioned above, the 

%^ dedicated ordering devices may be used at sites outside the 

131 

%l customer's household, including commercial sites like an 

y1 airport, train station, restaurant or bar. For example, a 

l^k, dedicated ordering device may be used to order pizza from a 

M neighbor's interactive TV receiver* As another example, groups 

■■A; 
,;! ; n 

C3 of persons may gather for ^'purchasing parties'' at a person's 

house, with discounts offered by the system operator and/or 
participating merchants if ten or more users place orders. 
20 Purchases initiated at another' s home or a commercial site are 

billed and shipped to the individual associated with the 
identification code that is communicated to the system by the 
dedicated device. 
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In another embodiment, the dedicated ordering device 
860 may be integrated with a cellular phone (Figure 19) or a PDA 
(not shown) . In these embodiments, the cellular phone or PDA 
provides hardware, such as microprocessor, battery source and 
phone identification code to reduce the size and cost of the 
add-on product ordering device. These embodiments are 

particularly well suited to customers who usually carry a 
cellular phone or PDA. In addition to all the functions 
described above in connection with the embodiments of Figures 17 
and 18, the integration of the ordering device with a cellular 
phone permits downloading to the phone of identification codes, 
voice verification of the customer and, in certain embodiments, 
a voice or keyboard interface to an interactive TV system by 
using the cellular phone's internal microphone and keyboard. 
Furthermore, with the cellular phone and interactive TV system 
being linked by the dedicated ordering device, there are 
separate communication paths to the central computer system of 
the system operator to permit a more secure and easy-to-use 
purchasing system* In this regard,, anytime a purchase is made 
utilizing the embodiment of Figure 19, an order confirmation may 
be sent from the central computer system back to the cellular 
phone as an added security measure. Also, if the cellular phone 
has an ""'address book'' feature, address information may be tied 
into any purchase request. For example, a customer may wish for 
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a product ordered through the system to be sent to his mother, 
whose address is in the phone's address book. In this 
situation, the customer, when placing the order, may send his 
mother^ s address directly to the central computer of the system 
operator by the IR transmitter, or, in the alternative, the 
address may be sent electronically using a wireless application 
product (WAP) interface to the computer. Similar advantages to 
those discussed above in connection with cellular phones are 
available in those cases where the dedicated ordering devices 
are integrated with PDA'' s or other communications equipment. 

The manner and means for designing and producing 
dedicated ordering devices as described above are well within 
the skills of those familiar with remote control units for 
consumer electronics and similar electronic devices, and will 
not be discussed in detail herein. Suffice it to say that 
relatively unadorned, dedicated order devices 8 30, in various 
forms, may be produced in quantity for a cost on the order of 
one dollar (U.S.) or less and provided to all customers of 
system 820. It will be appreciated that existing system 
customers may receive their dedicated ordering devices with 
their pre-programmed customer identification number that will 
identify them to system 820. Additionally, and of considerable 
value in recruiting new customers to system 820, fully 
operational dedicated ordering devices may be distributed free 



of charge to literally millions of people who are not customers 
of the system with instructions on how to supply information to 
the system to register as an approved customer. If such a non- 
customer attempts to use the device before registering as a 
customer, the interactive receiver will prompt him of the need 
to register before making a purchase. 

The low cost and versatility of these dedicated 
ordering devices render them useful for product or product 
information ordering at many special venues. For example, as 
shown in Figure 20, dedicated ordering devices 830 may be 
distributed to attendees of trade shows and conventions as they 
arrive at the show site. In certain embodiments, the registrar 
simply points the device at an IR receiver so that the system 
can associate the name and address of the attendee with the pre- 
programmed identification code associated with that device. In 
the trade show hall, attendees may order literature or products 
at specific booths merely by pointing their dedicated ordering 
devices at a booth receiver 944. The booth receiver may have a 
direct communication link through customer interface 945 to the 
central computer of the system operator to communicate orders 
for processing according to the invention. 

In another embodiment shown in Figure 21, the 
dedicated ordering device 870 includes not only an IR (or RF or 
ultrasound) transmitter for the functions described above, but 
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also a bar code reader and memory capability. The bar code 
reader allows a person to enter a store, for example a building 
supply store, and use the reader end of the device to scan bar 
codes of items he wishes to purchase, for example, a sheet of 
plywood, a can of paint and a hammer. Several reading stations 
may be located throughout the store to receive and process 
orders. Each reading station may take the form of a computer 
station with monitor screen and, optionally, a printer. When 
the customer aims his dedicated ordering device at the read 
station, the device transmits its identification number, 
followed by the items the customer wishes to purchase. The 
monitor displays a list of the ordered items, conducts the 
transaction with the account associated with the identification 
number through the system of the invention, and requests that 
the ordered items be sent to a pick-up point or delivered to the 
customer's home. Customers do not necessarily have to walk 
among items in the store to scan bar codes, but, alternatively, 
may page through a catalog with bar codes located next to each 
item to create their order list. The embodiment of Figure 21 
also has the capability to provide higher account security by 
requiring a user to scan a bar code located in their wallet or 
purse to complete a transaction. The necessity of scanning such 
a bar code ensures that a lost dedicated ordering device cannot 
be used for purchases by one who finds it. This feature 
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operates by the dedicated ordering device transmitting its pre- 
programmed internal ID number, followed by the bar code scan to 
the interactive TV receiver or read station. The bar code scan 
feature may be implemented in numerous ways to balance 
5 convenience with security. For example, small purchases, 

- perhaps less than ten dollars, may not require the bar code 
digits, or a dedicated ordering device might remember a bar code 
for some period of time, for example one hour, after each scan. 

It will be appreciated, as mentioned above, that use 
10 of the dedicated ordering devices may be accompanied by optional 

'C security measures to assure that the person placing the order is 

'M the authorized customer for that device. For example, the 

fiil dedicated ordering device may include several buttons, for 

example four buttons, that must be pressed in a predetermined 
1^2 sequence to define a PIN for the particular customer in order to 

complete an ordering transaction. As another alternative, the 
device may include a thumb print identification unit that must 
be activated to confirm the user's identity at the time of each 
purchase transaction. Additionally, when used in conjunction 
20 with a cellular telephone, an authorized purchase transaction 

may require voice identification and/or voice recognition in 
order to authorize the transaction. 
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TTTinlementat.ion of the Invention Permitting Check-In 

Identification Verification of Syst fitn Customers — at — Public 
Transportation Sites (e.g.. Airports) and Other Public Venues 
(e.g.. Concerts. Soortin a Events) 
5 The processing system 1020 of Figure 22 provides a 

solution to the heightened security requirements now demanded by 
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and other governmental 
authorities worldwide. Enabling a rigorous passenger/attendee 
registration process, system 1020 provides a vehicle to assist 
10 the immediate identification process of individuals as part of 

ii the check-in security at airports (both commercial and private) , 

H as well as other public transportation and public access areas, 

il In addition to the necessity that security agents have available 

fll at their fingertips complete and accurate passenger/attendee 

13^^ identification information, it is also desirable that they have 

P available a security risk indicator for individuals passing 

O through security check-in. This indicator, preferably in the 

form of a ^'security acceptance rating", is provided through the 
use of high-speed data mining, artificial intelligence and 
20 relational databases that associate the individual with other 

passengers/attendees attempting to gain access to a public 
transportation site or public access area, as described in 
detail below. 
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System 1020 includes an expanded customer database 7 0E 
that includes the basic customer information contained in 
database 70 and more extensive customer information contained in 
database 70A. Thus, in one manner of carrying out the 
invention, a customer who wishes to participate in enhanced 
check-in security procedures utilizing system 1020 completes a 
more exhaustive registration process that provides the 
information contained in database 70A. For example, the more 
extensive process may include a digital photograph of the 
customer (which preferably is updated on a periodic basis, for 
example, annually) and personal history information such as 
social security number, place of birth, date of birth, mother's 
maiden name, places of employment, banking institutions, names 
of family members, names of pets, shoe size, etc. It may also 
include enhanced voice recognition/identification information, 
including having the customer speak a certain, predetermined 
series of words and phrases into the voice 
recognition/identification unit. In operation, when a customer 
who needs to pass through security at a public transportation 
site or other public venue that participates with system 1020, 
the customer, prior to approaching the check-in counter, 
establishes contact with the system using a system address, 
typically by telephone call, and enters an order number. The 
order number may be a single order number (for example ''50") 
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that is used for all ID verifications through system 1020 or, in 
the alternative, the order number may be specific to the 
particular site (for example, order number "8250" for Los 
Angeles International Airport), a particular airline (for 
example, order number "7725" for all American Airlines Flights) 
or specific to a particular flight (order number "25675" for 
United Airlines Flight No. 1122) . Once the order number is 
entered by the customer, system 1020 verifies the customer's 
identity via customer telephone interface 4 0 which includes an 
expanded customer identification capability for this security 
implementation of the invention. This expanded capability 
permits customer telephone interface 40 to verify the customer's 
ID based upon all of the information in expanded database 70E, 
including voice recognition and identification protocols. Once 
customer telephone interface 40 verifies the customer's 
identity, confirmation of the verification is routed through 
modules 50 and 100 for receipt at the computer (s) at the 
customer's check-in location. When the customer arrives at the 
check-in location, the security agent will have on his computer 
confirmation of the earlier ID verification and all or a 
substantial portion of the content of database 70E that applies 
to the particular customer. At this point, the security agent 
may compare the digital picture of the customer to the customer 
and may ask very detailed questions (usually two to three 



questions) of the customer to determine actual identity and, in 
those instances where there is a level of suspicion, a more 
thorough questioning can also take place. This procedure, due 
to the security afforded by the call-in ID verification, serves 
to minimize the ID verification that is required to be conducted 
by the agent at the check-in counter. Because of this, special 
expedited passage check-in counters may be provided for those 
passengers/attendees who use this system as an inducement, with 
others passing through other check-in sites. 

As an enhancement to this operation, at the time (for 
example, 30 minutes to one hour before check-in) the customer 
makes his call to system 1020 and receives ID verification via 
customer telephone interface 40, the customer is given a random 
multi-digit code that the customer presents to the check-in 
security agent. The agent enters the multi-digit code into the 
agent's computer which, via communication with system 1020, 
confirms the prior ID verification of the customer through 
system 1020 and may also provide the agent with the time the 
verification was made. 

As a further enhancement to system 1020, the 
probability of risk by both individual passenger/attendee 
activities and by association of groups of passengers/attendees 
attempting to gain access to any public transportation or public 
access area may be derived through the use of high-speed data 



mining, artificial intelligence and relational databases. To 
this end, system 1020, through a customer security acceptance 
rating generator module 1095, may continually monitor activities 
associated with each individual customer. This monitoring may 
include recent travel destinations as derived from various 
sources, as well as data from Interpol, security agencies such 
as the FBI and CIA, local law enforcement agencies, passport 
officers, credit card agencies, and other data banks relevant to 
global security issues. Additionally, module 1095 may cross- 
reference multiple individuals wishing to gain access to the 
same transportation or venue. Utilizing artificial intelligence 
inference engines as known in the art, any number of seemingly 
disassociated personal traits or travel profiles of an 
individual or group of individuals attempting to gain access to 
a public transportation system or public venue are immediately 
cross-referenced and a rating of security acceptance is 
generated at module 1095 and displayed on the agent's screen. 
Any individual registering below a certain rating cut-off point 
could be detained for further questioning. 

It will be appreciated that system 1020 may handle all 
types of customer orders for products as described above in 
connection with other embodiments of the invention, with the 
check-in security identification application specific to Figure 



22 being an additional use. In the alternative, system 1020 may 
be implemented solely for the described security reasons. 

It will also be appreciated that when a customer 
chooses to utilize the enhanced security clearance feature of 
the invention as exemplified by Figure 22, the ^"product" ordered 
by the customer may be characterized as check-in security 
clearance (preferably, expedited clearance as described above) , 
and the ^^merchant" may be characterized as the airline or other 
entity providing (expedited) check-in security services to the 
customer . 

Figure 23 illustrates another system 1120 of the 
invention that is also used to provide identification 
verification at security check-in sites. Like system 1020 of 
Figure 22, system 1120 also uses an expanded customer database 
70E that includes the basic database information at 70 and the 
additional, more detailed information at 70A. According to this 
embodiment, the contents of expanded database 7 0E is made 
available to security systems at public transportation sites 
(e.g., airports) and other public venues (e.g., concerts, 
sporting events) 1105 through a customer ID verification module 
1107. Thus, system 1120 operates to process product orders in 
the manner of the various other embodiments of the invention 
discussed above, with the additional capability of being linked 
to security systems 1105 for the purpose of communicating 
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customer ID verification information to those systems for 
customers who choose to participate. As illustrated in dashed 
lines, system 1020 may also include the enhanced features 
provided by customer security acceptance rating generator module 
1095, as described above in connection with the embodiment of 
Figure 22. 

Figure 24 illustrates another system 1220 of the 
invention that has the same basic structure and purpose as 
system 20 of Figure 1, with the additional feature that system 
1220 provides a method for providing emergency broadcast 
information to system customers. To this end, system 1220 
includes an emergency broadcast module 1225 that is in 
communication with emergency broadcast network 1235 to receive 
emergency broadcast information. This information, when 
13^ signaled to module 1225, can then be promptly communicated to 

appropriate system customers via email, fax, telephone, 
television, or other suitable communication means. As an 
example, a hurricane warning for portions of coastal South 
Carolina and Georgia as issued by the National Weather Service 
is communicated from network 1235 to module 1225. All system 
customers in those portions of coastal South Carolina and 
Georgia, as identified by zip code, are promptly notified. 
Those notified preferably receive full information, including 
the nature of the hurricane threat, locations of shelters and 
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evacuation routes. As an additional optional feature, system 
customers with GPS enabled communication devices, as described 
above, may be located by the system at those times when 
emergency broadcasts are made and those customers who are then 
located in the affected region, even though they may not reside 

there, are notified. 

It will be appreciated that the ordering system of the 
present invention may be used in conjunction with a web site 
offered by the system operator. One use of the web site is for 
a system customer who may have seen an advertisement for a 
specific product offered by a participating merchant, but the 
customer did not note the order number. By accessing the web 
site, the customer may locate the product (using the 
participating merchant's name or product identification) and 
obtain the order number. In other instances, utilizing the 
product order number infrastructure of the invention, a customer 
may wish to place his order through the web site. To this end, 
the web site may display an image of the product, the product 
order number and a means for the customer to either order the 
product or order product information. As one option, ordering 
may be achieved by the customer simply clicking on the image, 
with the order number being "embedded" in the image. The web 
site may also provide a link to the web site of the appropriate 
participating merchant. 



Another optional feature of the invention permits 
'Mata mining" with respect to individual authorized customers 
within a family having a single account with the system 
operator. According to this feature, each authorized family 
member is assigned a second level, two digit PIN that is entered 
at the time of completing a transaction. 

It will be appreciated that the system operator may 
offer revolving credit to customers of the system, thus 
providing the system operator an additional profit stream and an 
additional mechanism for providing '^clean'' orders which do not 
expose participating merchants to credit risks, an option that 
is particularly appealing to small, niche vendors who may wish 
to utilize the system as their sole or primary order placement 
vehicle . 

It will also be appreciated that the present invention 
has been described in connection with an automated order 
processing system for products. In this regard, the term 
^'products"^, as used in the specification and claims, is deemed 
to include both goods and services offered by participating 
merchants to customers of the system. Additionally, the 
invention may be used to process other kinds of transactions 
such as a situation where a non-profit organization advertises 
for donations and provides donors the opportunity to make 
monetary contributions through the system, or where an 
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organization permits a customer or client to pay an invoice 
(with associated order number) through the system. Such 
donation transactions and invoice payment transactions and other 
transactions where one party (the ^^merchanf ) permits another 
party (the ^'customer") to pay through the system are deemed to 
involve ^'products'' as that term is used herein. 

With the large number of product/merchant combinations 
for products made available through the system, most of the 
product order numbers will be in the range of 6 to 10 numbers. 
However, for certain, very high usage situations, or products 
particularly appropriate to a specific customer base, truncated 
product order numbers, even single digit numbers as discussed in 
connection with Figure 11, may be utilized to facilitate 
transactions. One example of a number hierarchy based on 10- 
digit codes is provided in Figure 12, below. In this example, 
the ten single digit codes (0 through 9) are reserved for use in 
very large single product categories such as the example for 
selling long distance telephone service illustrated in Figure 
11. 

Referring to Figure 12, the number of merchants is set 
forth in the first column with the number of digits used to 
define each merchant in the second column. The corresponding 
third column shows the maximum number of product order number 
combinations available to each merchant in a ten digit code that 
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includes the digits used to define each company or merchant. In 
this example, merchants may assign shorter or truncated product 
codes for higher volume products^, thereby creating total code 
lengths that would typically vary from 3 to 10 digits. Maximum 
number of product combinations are assigned to companies based 
on size and product offerings. For example, the very largest 
global companies that offer many products, components and 
services would be assigned very large maximum product code 
combinations. The hierarchy of code assignments would thereby 
allow system 20 to process both retail and business-to-business 
sales. The larger company codes having from 8 through 10 digits 
would be utilized primarily by professionals that offer fewer 
or, in many cases, even a single product or service. One 
powerful example is attorneys, accountants and consultants 
utilizing a single code for any service they offer, allowing 
their customers to simply dial one code provided on each invoice 
to automatically pay their bills. The number hierarchy shown in 
Figure 12 is one example of how the distribution or assignment 
of numbers can be made. Other hierarchy or distributions may be 
utilized. For example, number hierarchies having maximum code 
lengths of eight, nine, eleven, twelve, thirteen or fourteen 
digits may utilize the structure of Figure 12 for hierarchal 
relationships between number of companies ("merchants'') , company 
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digits, product digits available and maximum product 
combinations per company. 

The system and method of the invention may have 
application at any scale of operations (as measured by number of 
participating merchants, volume of orders, dollar volume, etc.) 
that is economically viable; however, it will be appreciated 
that the invention has as one primary utility the provision of 
a universal automated product ordering system that is known to 
virtually all consumers in the modern economy and permits 
consumers to first join the system and thereafter purchase any 
offered product any time through a simple, fully understandable, 
non-intimidating access and ordering procedure that may be as 
easy as pushing one button (followed by entry of an order 
number) on a POTS telephone, cellular telephone, PDA, pager or 
a dedicated device. 

While the present invention has been described in 
connection with certain illustrated embodiments, it will be 
appreciated that modifications may be made without departing 
from the true spirit and scope of the invention. 
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